Older victims of crime: Vulnerability, resilience and access to procedural justice by Brown, Kevin J. & Gordon, Faith
Older victims of crime: Vulnerability, resilience and access to
procedural justice
Brown, K. J., & Gordon, F. (2018). Older victims of crime: Vulnerability, resilience and access to procedural
justice. International Review of Victimology, 1-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/0269758018791426
Published in:
International Review of Victimology
Document Version:
Peer reviewed version
Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal
Publisher rights
© 2018 The Authors.
This work is made available online in accordance with the publisher’s policies. Please refer to any applicable terms of use of the publisher.
General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.
Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.










quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 data	 exploring	 the	 interactions	 of	 older	 people	
with	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	of	Northern	 Ireland.	 It	 identifies	 that	 older	
victims	of	crime	are	less	likely	to	have	a	successful	crime	outcome	(known	as	
‘detection’	or	‘clear‐up’	in	other	jurisdictions)	to	their	case	when	compared	to	
other	 adults.	 The	 results	 provide	 evidence	 of	 a	 system	 failing	 to	 adequately	
take	into	account	additional	vulnerabilities	that	disproportionately	impact	on	
older	victims’	ability	to	engage	with	the	justice	process.	There	is	an	analysis	of	
the	 relationships	between	vulnerability,	 resilience	and	access	 to	 justice.	The	
current	conceptual	understanding	of	vulnerability	as	applied	to	older	people	
within	 the	 justice	 system	 is	 challenged.	 The	 findings	 are	 relevant	 for	
researchers	 and	 policy‐makers	 in	 the	 United	 Kingdom,	 Ireland	 and	 further	




There	 is	 an	 increasing	 consensus,	 nationally	 and	 internationally,	 in	 academic	
literature	and	policy	discourse,	that	a	focus	of	criminal	justice	systems	should	be	
to	 improve	 the	 experience	 of	 victims	 (Doak,	 2014).	 Numerous	 proposals	 have	
been	 suggested	 and	 implemented	 to	 enact	 this	 goal,	 with	 particular	
consideration	 given	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 vulnerable	 victims	 (Department	 of	 Justice,	
2015;	Ministry	 of	 Justice,	 2015).	 Within	 this	 context,	 increasing	 attention	 has	
begun	 to	 be	 paid	 by	 academics	 and	 policy‐makers	 to	 the	 experiences	 of	 older	
victims	 of	 crime	 (Bows	 and	 Westmarland,	 2017;	Clarke	 et	 al.,	
2016;	Commissioner	 for	 Older	 People	 in	 Northern	 Ireland,	 2016).	 This	 article	
contributes	 to	 this	 literature	 through	an	analysis,	 incorporating	qualitative	and	
quantitative	data,	that	explores	the	extent	to	which	older	victims	of	crime	have	
access	to	justice	in	Northern	Ireland.	
Recently,	 concerns	 have	 been	 raised	 by	 the	Commissioner	 for	 Older	 People	 in	
Northern	 Ireland	 (COPNI)	 (2014)	and	 the	Northern	 Ireland	 Policing	 Board	
(2015;	2016)	 about	 the	 handling	 of	 cases	 in	 the	 jurisdiction	 involving	 older	
victims	of	crime.	In	response,	research	by	Brown	and	Gordon	(2018)	conducted	
on	 behalf	 of	 COPNI	 found	 deficiencies	 in	 the	 criminal	 process	 that	 obstruct	
access	to	justice	for	older	people.	Of	particular	concern	has	been	the	finding	that	
crimes	 involving	 older	 victims	 have	 a	 lower	 crime	 outcome	 rate	 than	 cases	
involving	 younger	 adult	 victims.	 The	 precise	meaning	 of	 crime	 outcome	 rates,	
sometimes	referred	to	as	‘detection’	or	‘clear‐up’	rates	in	other	jurisdictions,	will	
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be	 explored	 later	 in	 the	 article.	 In	 brief,	 it	 is	 a	 measure	 of	 the	 percentage	 of	
recorded	reports	of	crime	in	which	a	suspect	is	identified	and	faces	proceedings	





to	 justice	 in	 Northern	 Ireland.	 The	 outcome	 rate	 findings	 from	 this	 study	 are	
unique	 as	Northern	 Ireland	 is	 the	only	 known	 jurisdiction	 to	 gather	 and	make	
available	 information	 on	 outcome	 (or	 comparable)	 rates	 by	 age	 of	 the	 victim.	
Based	on	these	research	findings,	this	article	provides	the	first	academic	analysis	
of	 the	 differences	 in	 crime	 outcomes	 between	 older	 and	 younger	 victims.	 The	
article	 critically	 explores	 the	 factors	 contributing	 to	 these	 differences.	 This	
includes	 the	 failure	 to	 recognise	 increased	 risks	 of	 vulnerability	 and	 lower	
resilience	 levels	 amongst	 the	older	population	 and	 to	 subsequently	 adequately	
support	vulnerable	older	adults	on	their	journey	through	the	justice	system.	The	
findings	 of	 this	 study	 are	 relevant	 not	 only	 for	 Northern	 Ireland,	 but	 further	
afield	 in	 the	 UK,	 Ireland	 and	 globally	 as	 they	 identify	 issues	 that	 may	 be	
replicated,	but	undocumented	elsewhere.	
This	 study	 is	 ‘interested	 in	 the…ways	 in	 which	 older	 victims	 (as	 opposed	 to	








victims,	before	 turning	 to	 the	methodology	underpinning	 the	research	study.	 It	
then	explores	the	outcome	rate	data	for	Northern	Ireland	as	a	measure	of	access	
to	procedural	 justice	over	the	previous	decade	identifying	how	older	victims	of	
crime	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 have	 a	 successful	 outcome	 to	 their	 case	 than	 younger	
adults.	The	reasons	behind	the	differences	in	outcome	by	age	of	victim	are	then	





ensuring	 equality	 of	 treatment	 of	 victims	when	 it	 comes	 to	 procedural	 rights.	
This	 includes	the	absence	of	direct	or	 indirect	discrimination	within	the	 justice	
system	 based	 on	 victims’	 protected	 characteristics,	 such	 as	 age,	 race,	 gender,	
nationality	or	sexual	orientation.	By	focussing	on	procedural	 justice,	this	article	




Union	 (EU)	 Directive	 establishing	 minimum	 rights,	 support	 and	 protection	 of	
victims	of	crime	(hereafter	referred	to	as	the	‘2012	Directive’).	According	to	the	
preamble	of	the	2012	EU	Directive,	equal	access	to	justice	is	a	fundamental	right	
of	 all	EU	citizens.	Equal	 access	 requires	 that	all	 victims	 should	be	 treated	with	
dignity	 and	 respect	 (2012	 Directive	 Article	 1).	 This	 includes	 the	 absence	 of	
malice	or	prejudice	in	the	treatment	of	victims	by	practitioners	(2012	Directive	
Article	1).	The	enshrinement	of	such	protections	in	law	is	an	acknowledgement	
of	 the	 history	 of	 discrimination	 against	 particular	 categories	 of	 policed	
communities	including	travellers	(Mulcahy,	2012),	the	black	and	minority	ethnic	
community	 (Sharp	 and	 Atherton,	 2007),	 and	 the	 lesbian,	 gay,	 bisexual	 and	
transgender/transsexual‐plus	 communities	 (Williams	 and	 Robinson,	 2004).	
Prior	 to	 this	study,	 to	our	knowledge,	 there	has	been	no	substantive	published	
research	study	into	potential	discrimination	against	older	victims	of	crime.	
Research	 into	other	aspects	of	societal	 life	has	 found	older	people	often	do	not	
have	equal	access	to	services	or	support.	Discrimination	against	older	people	has	







to	overcome	 individual	or	 structural	 obstacles	 to	participation	 (2012	Directive	
Article	 22).	 Guaranteeing	 fair	 access	 requires	 systems	 that	 adequately	 support	
vulnerable	victims	on	their	journey	through	the	criminal	justice	process	(Burton	
et	 al.,	 2007).	 This	 includes	 tailored	 support	mechanisms	 to	 enable	 a	 victim	 to	
provide	 their	 best	 evidence,	 for	 example	 through	 the	 use	 of	 intermediaries	 to	
assist	 victims	with	 communication	difficulties	 (Burton	 et	 al.,	 2007).	 It	 involves	
taking	 steps	 to	 reduce	 the	 risk	 of	 secondary	 victimisation	 by	 eliminating	
unnecessary	 stress	 or	 trauma	 caused	 to	 victims	 when	 they	 participate	 in	 the	
justice	 system	 (2012	Directive	paras	53–59).	 Such	 stress	 can	be	 caused	by	 the	
proceedings	 themselves	 or	 by	 the	 risk	 of	 further	 (re‐)victimisation	 (Orth,	
2002;	Parsons	 and	 Bergin,	 2010).	 Some	 victims	will	 be	 at	 greater	 risk	 of	 such	
secondary	victimisation	than	others	due	to	vulnerabilities	or	the	circumstances	
of	 the	crime	 (Campbell	and	Raja,	1999;	Herman,	2003).	A	 failure	 to	adequately	
deal	 with	 secondary	 victimisation	 not	 only	 leads	 to	 the	 risk	 of	 further	
traumatisation	of	victims,	it	also	serves	to	discourage	victims	from	participating	
in	the	justice	system	(Maddox	et	al.,	2011;	Taylor	and	Gassner,	2010).	Northern	
Ireland	 has	 an	 established	 legal	 framework	 of	 special	 measures	 for	 victims	








assessments	 should	establish	victims’	 levels	of	 vulnerability	 and	 the	additional	
support	measures,	if	any,	that	the	state	should	put	in	place	to	reduce	the	risk	of	
secondary	 victimisation,	 intimidation	 or	 retaliation	 (Art.	 22).	 The	 personal	
characteristics	and	circumstance	of	victims	that	make	them	susceptible	to	harm,	
intimidation	 or	 further	 victimisation	 should	 be	 taken	 into	 consideration	when	
assessments	of	need	are	conducted	(Art.	22).	
As	 with	 other	 European	 jurisdictions,	 Northern	 Ireland	 has	 introduced	
legislative,	 policy	 and	 practice	 reforms	 to	 comply	 with	 the	 2012	 Directive	
(see	Brown	and	Gordon,	 2018).	At	 least	 on	paper,	 victim	vulnerability	 is	much	
more	 in	 the	 foreground	 than	 previously.	 This	 includes	 the	 introduction	 of	 a	
statutory	Victims’	Charter	 that	came	 into	 force	 in	2015	(Department	of	 Justice,	
2015).	This	sets	out	entitlements	and	services	that	victims	of	crime	in	Northern	
Ireland	 can	 expect	 to	 receive	 from	 criminal	 justice	 agencies.	 It	 promotes	 fair	
treatment,	 adequate	 assessments	 of	 victims’	 needs	 and	 the	 provision	 of	
appropriate	support	(Department	of	Justice,	2015).	The	Charter	makes	reference	
to	older	people	once	 in	the	92‐page	document	 in	regard	to	the	 identification	of	
intimidated	witnesses	(Department	of	 Justice,	2015	para.	48).	The	EU	Directive	
(recital	 66)	 also	makes	one	 reference	 to	 older	people	 in	 the	preamble	when	 it	
states	 that	 its	purpose	 is	 to	promote	 ‘the	principle	of	equality	between	women	
and	men,	the	rights	of	the	child,	the	elderly	and	persons	with	disabilities,	and	the	











be	 impacting	 on	 the	 outcome	 rate?	 And	 how	 do	 the	 agencies	 of	 the	 criminal	
justice	 system	 (in	 particular	 the	Police	 Service	 of	Northern	 Ireland	 (PSNI)	 and	
Public	Prosecution	Service	(PPS))	respond	to	such	crimes?	
The	PSNI	(2018a,	2018b)	publishes	statistics	on	levels	of	recorded	crime	and	the	
outcomes	 of	 those	 reports.	 Outcome	 rates	 are	 then	 calculated	 by	 the	 PSNI	 for	
different	 categories	 of	 crime.	 These	 statistics	 include	 details	 on	 the	 age	 of	 the	
complainant.	The	researchers	analysed	the	statistics	to	explore	what	differences	
(if	 any)	 existed	 in	 outcome	 rates	 between	 older	 people	 and	 other	 adult	
complainants.	
Having	 identified	 differences	 in	 outcome	 rate	 by	 age,	 qualitative	 research	was	
conducted	in	2016	(January	to	April)	to	explore	the	causes	of	those	differences.	
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Semi‐structured	 interviews	 were	 conducted	 with	 older	 people	 who	 had	 been	
victims	 of	 crime.	 Eleven	 interviews	were	 conducted	 in	 total.	 These	 interviews	
investigated	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	 participants.	 Following	 the	 interviews,	 two	
focus	 groups	 were	 conducted	 with	 older	 people,	 involving	 a	 total	 of	 20	
participants,	 to	 explore	perceptions	 and	experiences	of	 crime	and	 the	 criminal	
justice	agencies.	
A	 focus	 group	 with	 representatives	 from	 the	 PSNI	 was	 also	 conducted.	 This	
included	 eight	 participants	 who	 had	 various	 relevant	 roles	 within	 the	 service.	
The	 focus	 group	 investigated	 how	 PSNI	 officers	 handle	 cases	 involving	 older	
victims	of	crime.	
Eight	 interviews	 were	 conducted	 with	 members	 of	 the	 PPS.	 The	 participants	
covered	a	range	of	 roles	and	geographical	 localities	 in	Northern	 Ireland.	These	
interviews	 explored	 the	 role	 of	 the	 PPS	 in	 prosecuting	 cases	 involving	 older	
victims	of	crime.	
Finally,	 the	 researchers	 interviewed	 two	 co‐ordinators	 from	 Victim	 Support	
Northern	Ireland.	The	participants	between	them	in	their	roles	covered	a	range	







statistics	 (Campbell,	 2017;	PSNI,	 2018b).	 Official	 police	 statistics	 on	 recorded	
crime	published	by	the	PSNI	(2018b)	show	in	2016/17	those	aged	65+	made	up	
6.7%	 of	 the	 recorded	 offences	 with	 a	 victim,	 whilst	 constituting	 16%	 of	 the	
population	of	Northern	 Ireland	 (NISRA,	 2017).	The	 reported	 crime	 rate	differs	
significantly	 across	 the	 age	 groups.	 Police	 records	 (PSNI,	 2018b)	 in	 Northern	
Ireland	 show	 there	 was	 an	 average	 of	 37	 recorded	 crimes	 per	 1,000	 of	 the	
population	in	2016/17.	The	likelihood	of	recording	a	crime	with	the	police	was	
the	highest	 for	the	20–24	age	group	(73	per	1,000)	and	 lowest	 for	 the	65+	age	
group	(15	per	1,000)	(PSNI,	2018b).	These	statistics	have	shown	a	high	level	of	
consistency	 over	 the	 last	 decade,	 reflecting	 those	 found	 in	 many	 other	
jurisdictions	 that	 show	older	people	 are	 less	 likely	 to	be	victims	of	 crime	 than	
younger	 adults	 (Central	 Statistics	 Office,	 2016a;	Office	 for	 National	 Statistics,	
2017a;	Scottish	Government,	2018).	
The	headline	figures	mask	differences	in	the	profile	of	the	types	of	offences	that	
the	 various	 age	 categories	 are	 reporting.	 As	 shown	 in	Table	 1,	 in	 Northern	





much	 less	 likely	 to	 be	 victims	 of	 crimes	 of	 violence	 than	 their	 younger	
contemporaries	in	Northern	Ireland,	a	phenomenon	that	is	replicated	across	the	





that	 is	not	well	established	 in	 the	 literature	already.	The	original	aspect	of	 this	
data	analysis	is	based	on	the	police	crime	outcome	rate	figures	that	we	now	turn	
to	explore.	The	PSNI	produce	data	on	crime	outcome	rates	 in	Northern	Ireland	
for	 all	 crimes	with	 an	 identifiable	 victim	 excluding	 the	 offence	 of	 fraud	 (PSNI,	
2018b).1	In	 basic	 terms,	 this	 is	 the	 rate	 at	 which	 recorded	 crimes	 achieve	 a	
successful	 police	 outcome.	 A	 successful	 police	 outcome	 is	 regarded	 as	 an	
accused/s	being	identified	for	the	crime	and	being	either	charged/summoned	for	
the	offence,	cautioned,	the	offence	taken	into	consideration	and	a	penalty	notice	
being	 issued	 or	 the	 accused	 being	 given	 a	 discretionary	 disposal	 such	 as	 a	
referral	 to	 restorative	 justice	 (PSNI,	 2018a).	 Outcome	 rate	 data	 is	 the	 best	
quantitative	 indicator	 available	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 of	 the	 extent	 to	 which	
procedural	justice	for	those	who	report	a	crime	is	likely	to	be	obtained.	It	should	
be	noted	 the	outcomes	relate	only	 to	pre‐court	proceedings	and	decisions.	The	
methodology	 behind	 the	 calculation	 of	 outcome	 rates	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 is	
based	on	the	approach	adopted	in	England	and	Wales	(Home	Office,	2017;	PSNI,	
2018a).	Other	 jurisdictions	publish	 similar	data,	 although	methodologies	differ	
as	does	the	nomenclature	(Central	Statistics	Office,	2016a;	Scottish	Government,	
2017;	Smit	 et	 al.	 2004).	 Where	 Northern	 Ireland	 appears	 to	 be	 unique	 is	 in	
gathering	 data	 that	 allow	 for	 outcome	 rates	 to	 be	 contrasted	 by	 age	 of	
complainant/victim	 (PSNI,	 2018a).	 An	 analysis	 of	 the	Northern	 Irish	 data	 thus	
provides	 original	 insights	 into	 how	 outcomes	 of	 police	 investigations	 can	 be	
impacted	by	the	age	of	the	victim.	
A	boxplot	of	the	outcome	rate	statistics	over	the	last	decade	for	Northern	Ireland	
broken‐down	 by	 age	 of	 the	 victim,	 as	 represented	 in	Figure	 1,	 shows	 a	 non‐
linear,	monotonic	relationship	between	age	and	outcome	rate.	There	is	a	strong	












Visual	 inspection	 of	Figure	 2	shows	 the	20–54	 age	 group	having	a	 consistently	
higher	outcome	rate	than	the	older	age	categories,	although	by	varying	amounts.	
Amongst	the	three	older	age	groups	in	all	but	one	year	(2013/14),	the	outcome	






shown	 in	Table	 2.	 They	 show	 a	 higher	 crime	 outcome	 rate	 for	 the	 20–54	 age	
group	 than	 the	55+,	60+	and	65+	categories	 in	all	districts.	The	 figures	show	a	
pattern	of	outcome	rate	falling	as	the	categories	are	narrowed	from	55+	to	60+	
and	 then	 to	 65+.	 The	 65+	 is	 the	 category	with	 the	 lowest	 crime	 outcome	 rate	
across	 nine	 of	 the	 11	 districts.	 The	 figures	 demonstrate	 that	 lower	 crime	





A	plausible	hypothesis	 for	 the	differences	between	older	and	younger	adults	 in	
outcome	rate	 is	 that	the	age	groups	are	reporting	different	types	of	crimes	and	
those	 different	 types	 of	 crime	 have	 differing	 outcome	 rates.	 To	 test	 this	
hypothesis,	 differences	 within	 offence	 categories	 by	 age	 of	 the	 victim	 were	
explored.	Table	 3provides	 a	 breakdown	 of	 mean	 outcome	 rates	 for	 various	
categories	 of	 offences	 by	 age	 category	 during	 the	 period	 2007/08–2016/17.	
Other	 less	 frequently	 reported	 categories	 of	 crime,	 namely	 robbery	 and	 sexual	






where	 the	 victims	were	 in	 the	 55+,	 60+	 and	 65+	 age	 groups	when	 contrasted	
with	 the	 20–54	 age	 group.4	For	 the	 category	 of	 theft‐vehicle	 offences,	 which	






category	 across	 the	 10	 years.5	Analysis	 of	 the	 violence	 (no	 injury)	 category,	
whilst	not	 finding	statistically	significant	differences,	does	show	a	pattern	over	
the	last	decade	of	a	lower	crime	outcome	rate	for	older	victims	in	comparison	to	
those	 aged	 20–54.	 The	 ‘other	 theft’	 category,	 which	 includes	 theft	 aside	 from	
fraud	 including	 theft	 from	the	person	directly	 from	the	victim,	but	without	 the	
use	of	physical	 force	against	 the	victim,	has	very	 low	outcome	rates	 for	all	 age	
groups	making	it	difficult	to	discern,	with	any	degree	of	certainty,	a	clear	pattern	
of	 difference	 by	 age	 over	 the	 last	 decade.	 The	 only	 offence	 category	 with	 a	
statistically	significantly	higher	outcome	rate	for	older	victims	in	comparison	to	
those	aged	20–54	was	violence	(with	injury	including	homicide).6	
This	 analysis	 of	 the	 statistics	 therefore	 demonstrates	 that	 crimes	 committed	




within	 offence	 categories	 that	 target	 property	 including	 burglary,	 criminal	
damage	 and	 vehicular	 theft	 that	 together	made	 up	 54%	 of	 all	 crime	 recorded	
against	 victims	 aged	 60+	 in	 2016/17.	 Only	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 relatively	
uncommon	(7%	of	recorded	offences	against	those	aged	60+	in	2016/17)	offence	
category	of	 violence	with	harm	 (including	homicide)	 are	outcome	 rates	higher	
for	older	victims	than	younger	ones.	
Comparative	studies	were	sought	to	explore	whether	or	not	the	statistical	results	
on	 crime	 outcome	 rates	 and	 age	 found	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 are	 replicated	
elsewhere	or	are	an	anomaly.	Police	forces	in	England	and	Wales	operate	under	




record	 in	 a	 systematic	 manner	 the	 age	 of	 the	 complainant,	 meaning	 they	 are	
unable	 to	 break	 down	 crime	 outcome	 rate	 data	 by	 the	 age	 of	 the	 victim.	 In	
Scotland,	 statistical	 publications	 refer	 to	 ‘crime	 clear‐up’	 rates	 rather	 than	
outcome	 rates	 (Scottish	 Government,	 2017).	 These	 are	 similar	 though	 not	
identical	 measures,	 but	 as	 in	 England	 and	 Wales	 the	 Scottish	 authorities	 are	
currently	 unable	 to	 break	 down	 their	 data	 by	 age	 of	 the	 victim	 (personal	
communication,	 18	 February	 2016).	 In	 the	 Republic	 of	 Ireland,	 statistics	 on	
‘detection	rates’	are	published	(Central	Statistics	Office,	2016b).	These	data	are	
not	 broken	 down	 by	 any	 characteristic	 of	 the	 victim.	 There	 is	 therefore	 no	
current	way	of	knowing	whether	 the	outcome	rate	patterns	 found	 in	Northern	
Ireland	are	also	present	in	comparable	jurisdictions	on	these	islands.	Indeed,	no	
outcome/clear‐up/detection	 rate	 data	 by	 age	 of	 the	 victim	was	 found	 for	 any	
common	 law	 jurisdiction	 across	 the	world.	 Given	 the	 similarities	 between	 the	










older	 victims	 in	 relation	 to	 burglary.	 There	 is	 acknowledgement	 a	 problem	
exists,	but	to	remedy	it	there	needs	to	be	an	understanding	of	the	cause/s	of	it.	












vulnerable	 than	younger	adults	with	correspondingly	 lower	 levels	of	 resilience	
to	 crime,	 which	 in	 turn	 impacted	 on	 their	 ability	 to	 engage	 with	 the	 criminal	
justice	system	without	additional	support.	Both	vulnerability	and	resilience	are	
contested	 concepts;	 it	 is	 therefore	 important	 to	 unpack	 them	 (Walklate,	
2011;	Walklate	 et	 al.,	 2014).	 Much	 policy‐making	 views	 victims	 or	 potential	
victims	 as	 vulnerable	 based	 on	 the	 attributes	 they	 possess	 such	 as	 being	
physically	 frail	 or	 of	 old	 age	 (Department	 of	 Justice	 2015,	 p.24).	 Such	 an	
interpretation	labels	the	‘elderly’	as	a	vulnerable	group.	Vulnerability,	however,	
can	also	be	understood	as	relating	to	those	who	place	themselves	at	greatest	risk	
of	 victimisation	 (Sparks,	 1982;	Walklate,	 2011).	 This	 definition	 leads	 to	 the	
labelling	 of	 younger	 adults	 who	 frequent	 public	 places	 at	 night	 as	 vulnerable,	
with	older	adults	who	remain	at	home	at	night	as	some	of	the	least	vulnerable	in	
society.	A	third	way	of	conceptualising	vulnerability	is	to	view	those	who	are	at	
greatest	 risk	 of	 harm	 from	 victimisation	 as	 vulnerable	 (Green,	 2007;	Sparks,	
1982;	Walklate,	 2011).	 Related	 to	 this	 third	 interpretation	 is	 the	 concept	 of	
resilience.	Resilience	is	a	concept	commonly	utilised	across	a	range	of	disciplines	
including	 medicine,	 psychology,	 business	 management,	 military	 studies	 and	
ecology	(Walklate	et	al.,	2014).	According	 to	Schoon	(2006)	resilience	has	been	
conceptualised	in	three	different	ways.	The	first	is	the	ability	to	have	a	positive	
outcome	 despite	 experiencing	 adversity.	 The	 second	 is	 a	 continued	 ability	 to	
function	positively	 in	adverse	circumstances.	The	 third	 is	 the	ability	 to	recover	
from	a	trauma.	
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In	 interviews	 and	 focus	 groups	with	older	people,	 there	was	a	 rejection	of	 the	
idea	 that	 older	 people	 as	 a	 group	 should	 be	 categorised	 as	 ‘vulnerable’.	
Correspondingly	 there	was	 a	 rejection	 of	 the	 view	 that	 all	 or	 even	most	 older	
people	 lack	 resilience	 to	 cope	 with	 the	 trauma	 of	 being	 a	 victim	 of	 crime.	
Practitioners	were	also	keen	to	emphasise	that	they	did	not	hold	such	views.	To	
label	 all	 older	 people	 as	 vulnerable	 or	 lacking	 resilience	 strips	 away	 the	
autonomy	and	 individuality	 of	 people	based	on	 their	 age.	However,	 both	older	
participants	 and	 practitioners	 emphasised	 that	 in	 their	 experiences	 as	 people	
age	they	are	increasingly	likely	to	find	a	criminal	infringement	on	their	person	or	
home	 traumatic	 and	 difficult	 to	 recover	 from.	 This	 reduced	 resilience	 in	 turn	
makes	 it	 more	 difficult	 for	 such	 older	 people	 to	 successfully	 engage	 with	 the	
justice	system	without	additional	support.	
The	 traumatic	 impact	 a	 crime,	 whether	 violent	 or	 not,	 can	 have	 on	 an	 older	
person	was	referred	to	frequently	by	practitioners	and	older	participants.	












Table	 3.10).	 Breaking	 this	 down	 further,	 one‐third	 of	 householders	 stated	 it	
produced	 fear;	 31%	 stated	 it	 caused	 a	 loss	 of	 confidence/heightened	




Ill‐health,	 both	 physical	 and	 mental,	 has	 been	 shown	 to	 reduce	 levels	 of	
resilience	 especially	 in	 older	 people	 (AgeUK,	 2015;	Wiles	 et	 al.,	 2012).	 In	
Northern	 Ireland	as	elsewhere,	 there	 is	a	higher	prevalence	of	 ill‐health	within	
the	older	population	in	comparison	to	other	adults	(Office	of	First	Minister	and	
Deputy	 First	 Minister,	 2015).	AgeUK	 (2017)	produce	 a	 monthly	 bulletin	 on	








Other	 factors	 that	 impact	 on	 resilience	 levels	 amongst	 older	 people	 include	
whether	or	not	they	live	alone	and	the	extent	of	any	support	networks	they	have	
available	to	them	(Kharicha	et	al.,	2007;	Victor	et	al.,	2000).	Research	has	shown	
living	alone	is	associated	with	heightened	risk	of	 loneliness,	social	 isolation,	 ill‐
health	and	reduced	 resilience	 (Kharicha	et	al.,	 2007;	Victor	et	 al.,	2000).	 In	 the	
UK	 data	 from	 the	 2011	 census,	 it	 was	 found	 31%	 of	 the	 population	 aged	 65+	
were	living	alone	(Office	for	National	Statistics,	2013).	In	2012,	40%	of	all	one‐
person	 households	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 were	 occupied	 by	 a	 person	 aged	 65+	
(NISRA,	 2015).	 These	 figures	 are	 predicted	 to	 rise	 with	 changing	 population	




Levels	 of	 social	 isolation	 and	 loneliness	 amongst	 the	 older	 population	 are	
influenced	 not	 only	 by	 living	 alone,	 but	 the	 extent	 to	which	 there	 is	 access	 to	
support	networks	(Cattan	et	al.,	2005).	Research	demonstrates	that	older	people	
are	more	likely	to	be	lonely	or	socially	isolated	than	younger	adults	(Bolton	et	al.,	
2012).	 A	 UK‐wide	 study	 found	 17%	 of	 older	 people	 have	 less	 than	 weekly	
contact	with	 family,	 friends	and	neighbours	and	11%	having	 less	 than	monthly	
contact	 (Victor	 et	 al.,	 2003).	Older	 people	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 have	 the	 resilience	
derived	 from	 a	 support	 network	 to	 recover	 from	 the	 traumatic	 experience	 of	
being	a	victim	of	crime	and	then	fully	engage	with	the	justice	system.	
The	 statistics	 on	 crime	 outcome	 rates	 for	 ‘violence	with	 injury’	 challenges	 the	
hypothesis	of	 resilience	playing	a	 central	 role	 in	 the	 lower	crime	outcome	rate	
for	 older	 people.	 One	would	 expect	 crimes	 involving	 physical	 harm	 to	 have	 a	
greater	traumatic	impact	on	the	victim,	yet	the	crime	outcome	rate	is	higher	for	
older	victims	in	this	offence	category	than	younger	adults.	It	is	hypothesised	here	
the	 reason	 for	 this	 difference	 is	 due	 to	 lower	 resilience	 levels	 being	 off‐set	
because	 in	 cases	 of	 violent	 harm,	 victims	 are	more	 likely	 to	 receive	 additional	
support	(discussed	later)	as	they	journey	through	the	justice	system.	
	
 A	heightened	 reluctance	or	 reticence	on	 the	part	of	older	victims	of	 crime	 to	
engage	with	the	justice	system	
A	theme	that	emerged	 from	the	qualitative	research,	which	 is	connected	 to	 the	
emotional	dynamics	of	resilience,	was	older	complainants	are	more	likely	to	be	
reticent	 than	 younger	 adults	 about	 engaging	 with	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system,	
past	the	initial	stage	of	reporting	a	crime	to	the	police.	This	reluctance	does	not	
mean	older	people	have	less	confidence	in	the	criminal	justice	system	than	other	
groups	within	 society.	 Findings	 from	 the	Northern	 Ireland	Crime	 Survey	 show	
older	people	have	some	of	the	highest	levels	of	confidence	in	the	justice	system	
although	 a	 minority	 of	 older	 respondents	 thought	 it	 effective	 (Cadogan	 and	






officials,	 family	members	 or	 others	who	make	 up	 their	 support	 network.	 A	
PSNI	practitioner	expressed	it	in	the	following	terms,	
My	background	is	response	policing.	I’m	very	much	the	first	face	that	these	




burden	 on	 others	 is	 a	 well‐documented	 social	 phenomenon,	 so	 it	 is	
unsurprising	 that	 it	 is	 a	 factor	 impacting	 on	 engagement	 with	 the	 criminal	
justice	system	(Cahill	et	al.,	2009;	Minichiello	et	al.,	2000).	Studies	have	shown	
older	 people	 are	 as	 likely	 to	 hold	 such	 stereotypes	 as	 younger	 people,	 a	
phenomenon	 that	 can	be	 labelled	a	 form	of	 self‐stereotyping	 (Minichiello	 et	
al.,	 2000;	Swift	 et	 al.,	 2016).	 There	 is	 also	 a	 risk	 that	 practitioners,	 either	
explicitly	 or	 implicitly,	 convey	 a	message	 to	 older	 victims	 they	 are	 in	 some	
way	burdensome.	Whilst	 the	participants	of	 this	 study	did	not	express	 such	
views,	 ageist	 attitudes	 have	 been	 found	 to	 be	 prevalent	 in	 public‐facing	
professions	(Ben‐Harush	et	al.,	2017;	Hanson,	2014;	Swift	et	al.,	2016).	
Another	reason	for	an	increased	reluctance	is	a	fear	of	having	to	give	evidence	




from	 them.	 So	 that	 would	 be	 a	 huge	 concern	 for	 older	 people,	 because	
they’ve	maybe	never	been	through	the	process	before.	 It	may	be	the	 first	









they	walk	out	of	court,	 they	have	 to	go	back	 to	 their	 lives	and	 live	either	





where	 there	 is	 an	 expectation	of	 trust,	which	 causes	harm	or	distress	 to	 an	
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older	person’.	A	nationwide	study	by	O’Keeffe	et	al.	 in	the	UK	in	2007	found	
2.6%	 of	 people	 aged	 66+	 living	 in	 private	 households	 experienced	
mistreatment	 by	 a	 family	 member,	 close	 friend	 or	 care	 worker	 in	 the	 past	
year.	 The	 figure	 increased	 to	 4%	 when	 abuse	 by	 neighbours	 and	
acquaintances	 was	 added	 (O’Keeffe	 et	 al.,	 2007).	 The	 study	 found	 the	
likelihood	of	being	a	victim	of	elder	abuse	increased	with	age	(3.5%	for	those	
aged	66–74	 in	 comparison	 to	5.5%	 for	 those	aged	85+).	Older	people	 living	
alone	 were	 seven	 times	 more	 likely	 to	 report	 elder	 abuse	 than	 those	 who	
were	 not,	 whilst	 those	 reporting	 poor	 health	were	 almost	 nine	 times	more	
likely	to	report	elder	abuse	than	those	reporting	good	health.	Three‐quarters	
of	those	reporting	elder	abuse	said	it	had	a	serious	or	very	serious	impact	on	
their	 lives,	 demonstrating	 the	 high	 impact	 on	 their	 health	 and	 well‐being	
(O’Keeffe	et	al.,	2007).	
Even	where	the	older	person	may	not	have	a	personal	relationship	with	the	
culprit,	 there	 will	 be	 cases	 where	 culprits	 know	 where	 they	 live.	 This	 is	
pertinent	 in	 the	 case	 of	 burglaries	 that	make	 up	 a	 higher	 proportion	 of	 the	
crimes	 reported	 to	 the	 PSNI	 by	 older	 victims	 than	 the	 general	 population	
(PSNI,	2018b).	It	also	applies	to	reports	of	criminal	damage	or	vehicular	theft	
where	it	is	the	property	of	the	older	person	that	has	been	targeted.	This	fear	
of	 reprisals	 was	 raised	 by	 a	 number	 of	 PSNI	 officers.	 Older	 people	 who	




Well	 the	 simple	 reason	 is	 that	 it	 could	 backfire	 and	 they	 come	 to	 your	




if	 they	are	 fearful	of	being	 targeted	with	 reprisals.	For	an	older	person	who	
lacks	support	networks,	lives	alone,	and	is	suffering	the	trauma	of	the	original	
crime,	the	thought	of	being	targeted	in	such	a	manner	may	serve	to	deter.	
A	 further	 complicating	 factor	 in	 the	 Northern	 Ireland	 context	 is	 the	 role	
paramilitary	 organisations	 continue	 to	 play	 within	 society	 (Campbell	 et	 al.,	
2016;	Napier	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 A	 number	 of	 older	 people	 participating	 in	 the	
research	 talked	 of	 being	 reluctant	 to	 give	 evidence	 against	 individuals	who	
were	connected	to	paramilitaries	for	 fear	of	reprisals.	 In	contrast	to	this,	 for	
some	other	older	participants,	 paramilitaries	offered	an	alternative	 route	 to	
justice.	
The	 irony	 is	 if	 something	 happened	 to	 me	 now	 I	 could	 go	 to	 the	
paramilitaries	 and	 I	 could	have	 it	 settled	within	 a	 couple	of	weeks…So	 it	
seems	 an	 irony	 where	 the	 police	 can’t	 get	 anything	 done	 about	 it,	 can’t	
even	identify	the	person	yet	the	community	can	find	out	who	it	is	and	have	
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it	 sorted	 and	 it	 will	 never	 happen	 again.	 (Older	 Person	 Focus	 Group	
Participant)	
People	 living	 in	more	 socio‐economically	 deprived	 areas	 are	more	 likely	 to	
experience	 the	 influence	of	paramilitaries	within	 their	neighbourhoods	 than	
those	 living	 in	 more	 affluent	 areas,	 which	 means	 poverty	 and	 paramilitary	
pressures	often	go	together	(Campbell	et	al.,	2016).	
At	a	basic	level,	reluctance	to	participate	in	the	criminal	justice	system	is	not	
predominately	 the	 fault	 of	 the	 PSNI	 or	 other	 agencies.	 However,	 without	
appropriate	policies,	procedures	and	practice	in	place	to	compensate	for	this	






amount	 of	 evidential	 complications.	 There	 cannot	 be	 a	 police	 sanction	
outcome	 without	 an	 identified	 suspect.	 Furthermore,	 to	 achieve	 a	 police	
sanction	outcome,	unless	a	suspect	is	willing	to	admit	their	guilt	and	accept	a	
caution	 or	 alternative	 disposal,	 a	 police	 officer	 needs	 to	 be	 satisfied	 of	 a	
reasonable	 prospect	 of	 conviction	 prior	 to	 charging	 or	 the	 issuance	 of	 a	
summons	(College	of	Policing,	2017).	To	obtain	a	conviction,	unless	there	is	a	
guilty	 plea,	 a	 court	 must	 be	 convinced	 beyond	 reasonable	 doubt	 that	 the	
defendant	committed	the	crime.	
Practitioners	identified	a	number	of	issues	that	can	make	gathering	sufficient	
evidence	more	 difficult	 in	 cases	 involving	 older	 victims.	 As	 people	 age	 they	
are	 more	 likely	 than	 to	 have	 issues	 with	 sensory	 impairment	 and	
communication	 difficulties	 as	 well	 as	 deficiencies	 in	 memory	 recall.	 This	
means	 older	 victims	 are	 more	 prone	 to	 have	 difficulty	 providing	 witness	
testimony	that	would	be	of	a	standard	to	satisfy	the	evidential	 thresholds	of	
the	 criminal	 justice	 system.	 Additional	 support	 mechanisms	 such	 as	 video	
testimony	recorded	at	the	time	of	the	incident	or	the	use	of	intermediaries	to	
aid	with	communication	have	been	proven	to	assist	in	such	cases,	but,	as	will	
be	 discussed,	 too	 often	 these	 measures	 are	 not	 being	 utilised	 (Cooper	 and	
Wurtzel,	2014).	
A	number	of	practitioners	spoke	of	how,	in	their	experience,	some	offenders	
target	 older	 people	 because	 they	might	 have	difficulty	 providing	 admissible	













For	 crimes	 involving	 elder	 abuse,	 the	 victim	may	 not	 realise	 for	 some	 time	
their	 trust	 is	 being	 abused	 and	 when	 they	 do,	 they	 may	 find	 it	 difficult	 to	




information	 because	 they	 are	 fearful	 of	 reprisals,	 or	 are	 embarrassed	 or	
ashamed	about	the	circumstances	of	the	offence	in	cases	involving	breaches	of	
trust	or	deception.	
I	 find	 a	 lot	 when	 you’re	 dealing	 with	 the	 distraction	 burglaries	 they	 get	
extremely	embarrassed.	They	believe	they’re	foolish,	and	even	to	admit	to	
police	that	they’re	foolish,	never	mind	members	of	their	family.	They	really	
don’t	even	want	 to	 tell	you	 the	 truth	or	 the	whole	picture	because	of	 the	
embarrassment,	and	the	way	they	are	being	deceived.	(PSNI	Focus	Group	
Participant)	
The	 added	 complications	 that	 can	 be	 encountered	 in	 gathering	 evidence	 in	
cases	 involving	older	people	means	practitioners	may	decide	such	cases	are	
too	difficult	 to	proceed	with.	This	 then	has	a	disproportionate	 impact	on	an	
older	 victim’s	 ability	 to	 gain	 access	 to	 justice,	 as	was	 identified	 by	 a	 Victim	
Support	Officer.	
It’ll	be	the	elderly	person	that	suffers	at	 the	end	of	 the	day.	They’ve	gone	
through	 this	 trauma;	 they’ve	 had	 this	 burglary,	 they’ve	 had	 this	 criminal	
damage,	 they	 did	 the	 right	 thing,	 reported	 it	 to	 the	 police,	 given	 their	
statements	 and	all	 of	 a	 sudden	 somebody’s	 saying,	 ‘We	don’t	 think	you’ll	
make	 a	 good	witness	 so	 therefore	we’re	 not	 going	 to	 prosecute.’	 (Victim	
Support	Officer)	
There	 is	 a	 risk	 that	 ageist	 prejudice	 amongst	 the	 police	 and	 prosecution	
service	is	influencing	decisions	on	the	strength	of	evidence	of	cases	involving	
older	 people.	 For	 example,	 a	 decision‐maker	 may	 view	 older	 people	 as	
inherently	 less	 reliable	 witnesses.	 Whilst	 there	 is	 to	 date	 no	 evidence	 to	
confirm	the	prevalence	of	such	views	in	the	justice	system,	research	has	found	
supposedly	 evidence‐based	 decision‐making	 by	 professionals	 in	 health	 and	






supported	 by	 the	 quantitative	 data,	 is	 older	 victims	 of	 crime	 in	 need	 of	
additional	support	are	not	always	being	correctly	identified	as	vulnerable	or	
intimidated.	 The	 ability	 to	 recognise	 and	 respond	 to	 vulnerability	 is	 a	well‐
documented	 failing	 of	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	
(Criminal	 Justice	 Inspection	 Northern	 Ireland,	 2006,	2012,	2015).	 The	
Criminal	Justice	Inspectorate	of	Northern	Ireland	(2012;	2015)	has	spoken	of	
a	 ‘hierarchy	 of	 identification’	 of	 vulnerability	 that	 resonates	 with	Burton	 et	
al.'s	 (2006)	concept	of	a	hierarchy	of	victims.	Child	witnesses	and	victims	of	
sexual	offences	are	more	likely	to	be	identified	as	being	vulnerable	compared	




their	 opinion	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 fewer	 than	 half	 of	 all	 those	 who	 were	
vulnerable	and	intimidated	were	actually	being	correctly	identified	as	such.	In	
August	 2016,	 a	 report	 by	Her	 Majesty's	 Inspectorate	 of	 Constabulary	
(2016)	reported	 in	 the	 year	 to	March	 2015	 that	 the	 PSNI	 flagged	 2%	 of	 its	
cases	 as	having	a	 vulnerable	 victim.	This	 contrasted	with	10.7%	 in	England	
and	Wales	 (Her	Majesty's	 Inspectorate	 of	 Constabulary,	 2016).	 Such	 a	 large	
discrepancy	 provides	 evidence	 that	 there	 are	 significant	 problems	 in	 the	
identification	 of	 vulnerable	 and	 intimidated	 adults	 victims	 of	 crime	 in	
Northern	Ireland.	
Criminal	 justice	 policy	 in	 Northern	 Ireland,	 as	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 UK	 and	
Ireland,	recognises	some	victims	face	additional	difficulties	when	interacting	
with	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	 because	 of	 personal	 circumstances	 or	 the	
type	 of	 crime	 to	 which	 they	 have	 been	 subject.	 To	 allow	 these	 victims	 to	
participate	 in	 the	 justice	 process	 and	 give	 their	 best	 evidence,	 additional	
support	can	be	made	available	to	assist	them.	Under	Northern	Irish	criminal	
procedure,	 as	 with	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 United	 Kingdom,	 victims	 who	 meet	
particular	 criteria	 may	 be	 classified	 as	 ‘vulnerable’	 and/or	 ‘intimidated’	
(Department	of	Justice,	2015).	This	classification	system	acts	as	a	gateway	to	
additional	 support	 to	 be	put	 in	 place	 to	 assist	 such	 victims	 or	witnesses	 on	
their	 journey	 through	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	 (Department	 of	 Justice,	
2015).	
The	 support	 available	 to	 victims	 or	 witnesses	 classified	 as	 vulnerable	 or	
intimidated	 depends	 on	 an	 assessment	 of	 their	 individual	 needs	 but	 can	
include	 the	 use	 of	 various	 special	 measures	 to	 aid	 with	 their	 giving	 of	
evidence.	These	are	 legislated	for	by	the	Criminal	Evidence	Order	(Northern	
Ireland)	 1999,	 henceforth	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 ‘1999	 Order’.	 This	 includes	
allowing	victims	 to	give	evidence	via	video‐link	 from	outside	 the	courtroom	





be	 available	 for	 cross‐examination	 at	 the	 court	 stage	 in	 most	 cases;	 1999	
Order	Art.	15).	Aids	are	available	to	assist	those	experiencing	communication	
difficulties	 to	 provide	 evidence	 to	 the	 police,	 and	 if	 necessary,	 to	 the	 court	
(1999	 Order	 Art.	 18).	 A	 registered	 intermediary	 scheme	 is	 also	 available,	
providing	 victims	 with	 communication	 difficulties	 with	 the	 assistance	 of	 a	
trained	individual	to	help	them	communicate	with	the	various	agencies	(1999	
Order	Art.	17).	
The	 definition	 of	 ‘vulnerability’	most	 commonly	 relied	 upon	 in	 the	 criminal	
justice	 system	 in	Northern	 Ireland	 is	 that	 found	 in	 the	 legislation	governing	
the	use	of	special	measures	in	court	(1999	Order	Art	4).	It	is	the	same	as	the	




and	 social	 functioning;	 and/or	 physical	 disability	 or	 physical	 disorder.	 This	
definition	 relies	 on	 a	 conceptual	 understanding	 of	 vulnerability	 as	 being	
based	 on	 mental	 and	 physical	 characteristics	 rather	 than	 the	 risk	 of	
victimisation	 or	 the	 risk	 of	 harm	 caused	 by	 victimisation.	 This	 fails	 to	 take	
into	consideration	factors	that	may	be	impacting	on	the	resilience	of	a	victim,	
such	 as	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 crime;	 a	 lack	 of	 support	 network;	 or	 mental	 or	
physical	 ill‐health	 that	 does	 not	 reach	 the	 threshold	 of	 that	 outlined	 in	 the	
legislation.	
To	 be	 classified	 as	 ‘intimidated’,	 the	 definition	 used	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	
requires	that	the	quality	of	evidence	of	a	victim	or	witness	would	be	likely	to	
be	 reduced	 because	 of	 fear	 or	 distress	 in	 relation	 to	 giving	 evidence	
(Department	 of	 Justice,	 2015).	 The	 1999	Order	 Art.	 5	 sets	 out	 a	 number	 of	
factors	 that	 the	 authorities	 should	 take	 into	 consideration	 when	 judging	
whether	a	witness	is	in	fear	or	distress.	These	include	the	age	of	the	witness,	
the	 social	 and	 cultural	 background	 of	 the	 victim,	 the	 domestic	 and	
employment	circumstances	of	the	victim,	and	the	behaviour	of	the	accused	or	
the	 accused’s	 family	 towards	 the	 victim.	 The	 Victims’	 Charter	 of	 Northern	
Ireland,	 providing	 further	 guidance,	 makes	 reference	 to	 ‘a	 frail	 and	 older	
person’	 and	 those	 ‘making	 allegations	 against	 professionals	 or	 carers’	 as	
potentially	 falling	within	 the	 definition	 (Department	 of	 Justice,	 2015,	 p.24).	
This	 category	 for	 access	 to	 special	 measures	 avoids	 the	 use	 of	 the	 term	
‘vulnerable’	 despite	 capturing	 aspects	 of	 vulnerability	 and	 resilience.	 The	









To	 improve	 access	 to	 justice	 for	 older	 victims	of	 crime	 in	Northern	 Ireland,	
there	needs	 to	 be	 cultural	 and	 institutional	 change	 amongst	 the	 agencies	 of	
the	 criminal	 justice	 system	 –	 especially	 the	 police	 and	 prosecution	 service.	
The	 age‐blind	 approach	 prevalent	 in	 policy	 documentation	 and	 amongst	
practitioners	 needs	 to	 be	 replaced	 with	 a	 more	 nuanced	 approach	 of	
accepting	that	older	victims	of	crime	are	more	 likely	to	 face	 impediments	to	
access	 to	 justice	 and	 to	 require	 support	 to	 overcome	 these.	 This	 is	 not	
advocating	 a	 policy	 that	 treats	 all	 older	 people	 as	 vulnerable,	 but	 one	 that	
accepts	 that	 they	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 be	 so.	 Introducing	 training	 to	 raise	
awareness	 amongst	 practitioners	 of	 the	 diversity	 of	 needs	within	 the	 older	
population	would	be	an	important	 first	step.	To	complement	training,	policy	
documentation	 such	 as	 the	 Victims’	 Charter	 (Department	 of	 Justice,	 2015)	
should	be	 amended	 to	make	 reference	 to	 the	need	 for	 agencies	 to	 adopt	 an	
approach	 that	 is	 sensitive	 to	 increased	 need	 for	 support	 amongst	 the	 older	
population.	
An	 impediment	 to	 better	 support	 for	 vulnerable	 older	 victims	 of	 crime	 in	
Northern	 Ireland	 is	 the	 out‐dated	 and	misleading	 definitions	 of	 ‘vulnerable’	
and	 ‘intimidated’	 found	 within	 the	 legislation	 governing	 access	 to	 special	
measures.	These	definitions	cause	confusion	amongst	practitioners	and	older	
victims,	 leading	 to	 a	 narrow	 interpretation	 of	 who	 should	 have	 access	 to	
special	 measures	 and	 other	 support.	 Policy‐makers	 and	 legislators	 should	
work	with	stakeholders	including	older	people	to	re‐imagine	and	reform	the	




to	 procedural	 justice	 for	 older	 victims	 of	 crime.	 This	 is	 evidenced	 by	 an	












include	 the	 impact	 of	 societal	 prejudice,	 intimidation	 or	 the	 fear	 of	 it,	 a	
perception	of	not	wanting	to	be	a	burden	and	the	stress	of	giving	evidence	in	
court.	 The	 types	 of	 crime	 older	 people	 are	 disproportionately	 likely	 to	 be	
victim	 of	 also	 plays	 a	 role	 in	 reducing	 outcome	 rates.	 This	 includes	 elder	
abuse	 and	 distraction	 burglaries,	which	 involve	 deliberately	 targeting	 older	
vulnerable	adults.	In	addition,	cases	involving	older	vulnerable	adults	can	be	
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particularly	 challenging	 for	 practitioners	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 gathering	
sufficient	evidence	for	a	case	to	proceed	to	court.	
The	factors	impacting	on	crime	outcomes	rates	for	older	victims	of	crime	can	
be	mitigated	 by	 the	 provision	 of	 adequate	 support	 at	 the	 appropriate	 time.	
However,	ongoing	failings	in	the	identification	of	vulnerable	and	intimidated	
adult	 victims	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 authorities	 in	 Northern	 Ireland	 leads	 to	
inadequate	support	being	put	in	place.	There	needs	to	be	an	improvement	in	
the	 provision	 of	 support	 for	 older	 people,	 including	 a	 re‐imagining	 of	 the	




of	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	 in	 Northern	 Ireland’s	 adherence	 to	 the	
principles	 that	 all	 victims	 should	 be	 treated	 with	 dignity	 and	 given	 equal	
access	 to	 justice	 irrespective	 of	 age.	 Whilst	 this	 analysis	 has	 focused	 on	
Northern	Ireland,	it	is	reasonable	to	hypothesise	that	similar	discrepancies	in	
outcome	 (detection/clear‐up)	 rate	 will	 be	 found	 in	 other	 jurisdictions,	
including	those	 in	 in	the	rest	of	 the	United	Kingdom,	the	Republic	of	 Ireland	
and	other	common	law	jurisdictions.	The	findings	contained	within	this	study,	
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